This is a qualitative research that uses interviews and focus group discussions to assess the state of tourist attractions in five provinces along the Mun River in North-eastern Thailand. Fifteen tourist attractions are examined in seven categories: transportation, food, accommodation, souvenirs, information services, activities and marketing. Both cultural and natural attractions have similar problems. The attractions have poor access roads, weak identities, a lack of information and inadequate services. A set of suggestions are made to combat the problems that can be summarised as five general solutions to combat obstacles to cultural tourism and ecotourism in the area. Firstly, management must place greater emphasis on cultural heritage. Secondly, local institutions must provide more sponsorship. Thirdly, community participation must be increased. Fourthly, attractions must be systematically regulated. Finally, information and education must be prioritised.
Introduction
Thailand has an ancient and varied culture that includes unique language, literature, art, dance, music, architecture, artefacts and customs. Thai culture is a large part of everyday life (Ministry of Culture, 2002) . Consequently, conservation of this culture improves the quality of local life and adds value to the economy by boosting tourism (Chuchat et al., 2001) . For this reason, cultural conservation on a local and regional scale is a way to propel national growth and must be considered of huge importance.
The Mun River is a large tributary of the Mekong River that flows through five provinces in North-eastern Thailand: Nakhon Ratchasima, Buriram, Surin, Sisaket and Ubon Ratchatani. The Mun River is an important irrigation source for the famous rice growing region, Tung Kula Rong Hai and excavations in the area have found evidence that the river was important to the Dvaravati, Khmer and Ayutthaya Civilizations (Boonsiri, 2008) . Moreover, in a fifteen kilometre radius from the main trunk of the river, there are traces of prehistoric communities, including skeletons, earthenware pots, metals and cave paintings (Chantachon, 2006b ). These findings are at excavation sites such as Ban Prasat in Nakhon Ratchasima and Pa Taem in Ubon Ratchatani. They show that the Mun River has been a vital natural resource to humans for over 3,500 years. White, 1996) . It is possible, as Songkoon Chantachon (2006b) has done, to bracket natural attractions under the heading of cultural attractions. Indeed, using the Heritage Canada Foundation definition of a cultural landscape as the relationship between people, nature and history, then it is highly accurate (Heritage Canada Foundation, 2001 ). However, this study is aimed at identifying problems with the attractions so it is more appropriate to treat the attractions based on consumer definitions: natural tourist attractions are places of 'authentic' nature and cultural tourist attractions are places of 'authentic' culture (NWHO, 1999) .
The Mutual Relationship between Tourism and Community Development
Tourism causes community lifestyle to change (Meeboon, 2000) . It has a positive influence by generating income, encouraging cultural adaptation and strengthening relationships (Jamroonsiri, 2003; Prachumdaeng, 1990; Preissing, 2006; Santisombat, 2001) . Additionally, tourism helps a community organize its culture and daily life (Singkra, 2001) . Although tourism causes economic structures to evolve and expand, it also displaces traditional occupation-based social concepts (Prajong, 2003) . In a study of tourism along the Amazon River, Wallace and Pierce (1996) found that traditional jobs in the local community, such as fishing, were being abandoned in favour of more lucrative careers in tourism. Tourism has similarly been identified as a primary cause for the disappearance of traditional lifestyle in North-eastern Thailand (Suwanadee, 1995) .
Unique identifying characteristics in communities cause the conservation of cultural and natural heritage (Wiengkaew, 2009) . As Stem (2003) explains, although national laws and the level of community education are also factors, high potential for future tourism income drives cultural conservation. Not only this, but a strong and distinctive local identity attracts tourists to a place (Saenkam, 2002) . Tourism is at its most appealing when traditional knowledge is a focal point of tourism management (Escobar, 1998; Lu, 2006) . Tourists are interested in both tangible and intangible cultural heritage (Forristal, 2009 ). Natural beauty is another factor in attracting tourists (Pimonsri, 1993) .
In a case-study of community development in rural Cambodia, Carolyn Cork noted the importance of tourism for the development of local infrastructure (Cork, 1996) . Five suggestions were made by Cork to successfully use tourism as a means of community development: 1) the community must participate in tourism initiatives and take pride in their heritage; 2) conservation information must be provided for visiting tourists; 3) social and environmental aspects of tourism must be planned and efficiently managed; 4) the community must be made aware of the tangible benefits of tourism; 5) government institutions must cooperate in future ecotourism research projects to help continuously develop the local community. The higher number of interested parties in tourism development, the greater the results (Sprecher & Jamieson, 2000) .
Patcharee Boonsiri (2008) found the poor quality of Mun River water to have a negative effect on tourism in the area. Wildlife in and around the Mun River has decreased in recent times (Prongjaroen, 2004) . Complimenting these findings, there have been numerous case studies to assess the make-up of visitors to cultural attractions in North-eastern Thailand and all of them highlight individual problems with tourism management that have an adverse effect on the local communities (Paopongchuwong, 2004; Seehaban, 2002; Sermwilasakun, 2004) . In light of these investigations it is especially important to conduct an assessment of the state of tourism in the Mun River Basin, not only to improve tourism potential in the area but also to benefit the local communities.
Methodology
This is a qualitative investigation comprising documentary study and field research from July 2012 to November 2013. The aim of this investigation is to identify problems with tourist attraction management in the Mun River Basin and make suggestions for tourism development. The research area covers five provinces in North-eastern Thailand -Nakhon Ratchasima, Buriram, Surin, Sisaket and Ubon Ratchatani -and includes fifteen tourist attractions (Table 1 ). There were five criteria for selecting tourist attractions for this investigation: they were in one of the five aforementioned provinces; they were natural or cultural attractions; they were in the development plans of the provincial tourism office; they were already considered of important local significance; they had management problems. The research population was composed of people working at, visiting and living near fifteen tourist attractions in the Mun River Basin. The research sample was identified by purposive sampling and totalled 210 individuals, divided into three groups. The first group (key informants) was composed of one representative from the provincial tourism and sport office of each province, the provincial governor of each province, one representative from the culture office of each province, 15 district culture officers, managers from each tourist attraction, 15 sub-district administration chiefs, 15 local community representatives and 15 academics. The second group (casual informants) was composed of 15 tour guides, 15 souvenir makers, 15 local merchants, 15 community leaders, 15 supplementary occupation group representatives and 15 representatives www.ccsenet.org/ach Asian Culture and History Vol. 6, No. 2; from local accommodation businesses. The third group (general informants) was composed of 15 local residents and fifteen attraction visitors. Wang Tao Waterfall, Nakhon Ratchasima. 5.
Phu Ma Nai Cave, Ubon Ratchatani.
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Wat Kao Jan Ngam, Nakhon Ratchasima. 2.
The scripture tower of Wat Na Phra That, Nakhon Ratchasima. 3.
Ban Kruat Stone Quarry, Buriram. 4.
Wat Buraparam, Surin. 5.
Ban Tha Sawang Weaving Village, Surin 6.
Prasat Wat Kamphaeng Yai, Sisaket. 7.
Wat Pa Maha Chedi, Sisaket. 8.
The scripture tower of Wat Tung Sri Mueang, Ubon Ratchatani. 9.
Wat Kao Phra Angkarn, Buriram. 10.
Wat Sawang Arom, Ubon Ratchatani.
The research tools used for field data collection during this investigation were basic survey, formal interview, informal interview, participant observation, non-participant observation and focus group discussion. An initial basic survey was used to gather general information about the local lifestyle, society, cultural practices, tourist attractions and research context. Formal interviews were then conducted with the sample groups to identify problems with tourism management in the fifteen locations covered by the research. Further informal interviews were held with key informants to collect any data missed by the formal interviews. This second round of interviews was not limited by fixed questions. The research team observed the attractions and local communities using two methods of observation: participant and non-participant (Chantachon, 2006) . The final stage of research was focus group discussions. Five discussions involving five to ten individuals were held to make suggestions for solving the problems found by the interviews and observations.
During field research, data was recorded in a notebook and photographs were taken by camera. The collected data was analysed daily and similar data was organized into one of two groups: natural tourist attractions and cultural tourist attractions. Sub-categories were created in each group for the purposes of typological analysis and analytic induction. The seven sub-categories chosen for analysis were based on those used in similar domestic case studies and adapted for specific application to this study (Boonprab, 2005; Hiranyahat, 2001; Sarnson, 1990) . The categories were transportation, food, accommodation, souvenirs, tourist information services, activities and marketing. All data was validated using the four-stage triangulation process of Supang Chantavanit (2002) . The data is here presented as a descriptive analysis.
Results

The State of Natural Tourist Attraction Management in the Mun River Basin
Khao Kradong Forest Park, Saneng Dam and Samrongkiat Waterfall each have more than two main access routes. Private cars and public transportation visit the attractions every day and there are clearly defined parking and turning areas. The locations with obvious transportation weaknesses are Wang Tao Waterfall and Phu Ma Nai Cave. The access roads to both of these sites are narrow, covered with loose chippings and impassable at certain times of the year. Parking and turning vehicles is also difficult: "there is no system for parking vehicles around the attractions." (J. Pitmak, personal communication, 2013) Food is available at Khao Kradong Forest Park, Saneng Dam and Phu Ma Nai Cave. "Food is provided by the locals based on their own home-cooking. This means there are no regulations, hygiene standards and the food lacks quality." (D. Attit, personal communication, 2013) There are no food outlets at either of the waterfalls. There are home-stays and hotels ranging from 100 to 500 baht per night in most of the local communities but there is nothing close to the natural attractions: "There are no accommodation options for tourists" (D. Attit, personal communication, 2013 Ma Nai Cave. They are responsible for production of promotional literature, marketing campaigns and local radio advertisements. There are weak public relations at Wang Tao Waterfall due to a lack of budget and personnel. There are consequently no advertisements and no signs around the attraction.
The State of Cultural Tourist Attraction Management in the Mun River Basin
Wat Kao Jan Ngam, the scripture tower of Wat Na Phra Performances are held at Prasat Wat Kamphaeng Yai. The attraction with fewest tourist activities is Wat Kao Jan Ngam, which only holds tourist activities on important national days and does not organize any events specifically related to the location. There are human resources teams at Wat Buraparam and Prasat Wat Kamphaeng Yai. They are responsible for production of promotional literature, marketing campaigns and local radio advertisements. There are weak public relations at the scripture tower of Wat Na Phra That and Ban Kruat Stone Quarry due to a lack of budget and personnel. There are consequently no advertisements and no signs around the attraction.
Following observation and interviews, the respondents outlined their suggestions for development of tourist attractions in the Mun River Basin. These suggestions were gathered during focus group discussions and are summarized in Table 2 . 

Local food should be sold at stalls or restaurants in or around the attractions to promote the culture of the local community.  A convenience store should be established.
Accommodation
 Regulated home-stay accommodation must be provided in the community and resort or hotel accommodation available outside.

Regulated home-stay accommodation must be provided in the community and resort or hotel accommodation available outside.
Souvenirs
 The local community must sell souvenirs promoting the area and society surrounding the attractions.

The local community must sell souvenirs promoting the area and society surrounding the attractions.
Tourist information services

A public announcement facility must be created in the local communities.  Information must be made available at all times.  Websites must be created and regularly updated.  There must be guide services provided at each attraction.
There must be training to educate staff in the history of the attraction and surrounding community.  Seminars should be organized to make the local community realize the importance of the tourist attractions.  Signs and maps should be created for the tourist attractions.
Activities
 Activities must be organized with participation from the local communities, temples and schools to strengthen relationships in the area.  Activities must be aimed at conserving traditional culture and resources.

A committee should be established in the local community to liaise with the tourist attractions and organize cultural activities.
Marketing
 Advertising on the local loudspeaker system should be supplemented by leaflets.

A local official must be made responsible for marketing in the community and organization of promotional gatherings to generate community interest and participation.
Discussion
A common problem at both natural and cultural tourist attractions in the Mun River Basin is the poor state of the access roads. Respondents at all sites made maintenance of access roads and traffic regulation high priority. In www.ccsenet.org/ach Asian Culture and History Vol. 6, No. 2; order to perform the required maintenance work, "the local government needs to allocate a higher proportion of the annual budget. With increased funding and a more focused plan, the roads would no longer be a problem." (S. Buadaeng, personal communication, 2013) The inadequate budget has been an obstacle for over a decade. , Kitirat Seehaban (2002 conducted an evaluation of cultural tourist attractions in Ubon Ratchatani and found traffic to be a problem at all sites. Seehaban concluded that although the attractions are the cause of increased traffic problems, they also provide the community with increased income that can be put towards the solution.
Prapassorn Paopongchuwong (2004) found that food served in the natural and cultural tourist attractions of Ubon Ratchatani lacked quality because it was provided by local families based on their own food preferences. During this research, respondents indicated that locally sourced and produced food was preferable to national or global cuisine. The reasons for this were low production cost and promotion of local identity. In light of Paopongchuwong's findings and while local food is ideal, it must be remembered that food variety and restaurant atmosphere are important to the visiting tourists.
Accommodation is vital to the success of tourism in the Mun River Basin because it gives visitors a platform from which to access each of the natural and cultural attractions. A study of Phimai Historical Park (Sermwilasakun, 2004) found that sincerity, honesty, comfort and safety were the main concerns of visiting tourists regarding accommodation. Further study must be conducted in the Mun River Basin to determine the preferences of visitor types and outline specifications for tourist accommodation. Once these preferences have been identified, steps can be taken to standardize accommodation according to tourist demand (Wight, 1997) . "Really, the home-stays should be regulated to bring their services in line with international standards."(S. Songkratok, personal communication, 2013) Locally produced souvenirs are more valuable to tourists than general mass-produced commercial merchandise (Paopongchuwong, 2004) . For this reason, the local community must sell souvenirs promoting the area and society surrounding the attractions. "The government already sponsors the sale of locally produced souvenirs but there must be greater organization within the community and a proactive effort to educate locals in product development." (S. Yonkratok, personal communication, 2013) Community participation and active provision of updated information is particularly important in the development of tourist attractions in the Mun River Basin because they create a relationship between the attractions and society. "Many changes need to be made to local information services but they can't be made without funding." (S. Buadaeng, personal communication, 2013) . Successful cultural tourism projects in Thailand, all have an element of organized local participation and government sponsorship (Na Ranong, 2002) . It is also important for the head of the community, or a representative, to take a personal interest in the relationship between the community and its attractions (Watanasukchai, 2002) .
Tourist activities are forms of cultural ecology that enable visitors to relate to the attraction (Steward, 1972) . The activities must be modern representations of traditional culture so that tourists may understand the surrounding environment. The most successful tourist attractions are those whose environment facilitates adaptation of activities to meet modern demand (Hiranyahat, 2001) . In this respect, the surrounding environment must include the surrounding population. "The local community needs to be more involved in attraction management, particularly the organization of everyday activities" (C. Yotkratok, personal communication, 2013) . Additionally, there must be greater involvement from local institutions, particularly established government agencies, schools and temples. "The local council and the schools need to support marketing because they are the institutions we trust." (W. Putjakoh, personal communication, 2013).
Conclusion
Tourism is important to the local economy of the Mun River Basin but more efficient management could give attractions a greater appeal. While there are problems with cultural and natural attractions in seven categories, there are five common areas that must be addressed, which are very similar to those suggested by Carolyn Cork (1996) . Firstly, tourism officials and management teams at the attractions must pay greater attention to the local community and local heritage. By focusing on traditional food and souvenirs, a stronger identity and relationship with the area can be forged to attract visitors. Secondly, local, regional and national institutions must take a greater interest and make a greater financial contribution to the management of the sites and their surroundings, especially transport links. Thirdly, local residents must be educated in the advantages of a thriving tourist attraction with extensive community participation. With increased community participation, the attractions will also benefit from more accurate and unique traditional knowledge. Fourthly, stricter regulations must be in place to improve the tourist experience. These include food hygiene, souvenir quality, staff development and activity www.ccsenet.org/ach Asian Culture and History Vol. 6, No. 2; management. Finally, information and learning must be made a high priority of all attractions. Educational material must be developed and provided for tourists but also to train staff and encourage participation from the local communities. These changes will reinforce the potential of tourism in the Mun River Basin with a distinctive local character and ensure that cultural tourism and ecotourism continue to flourish in the region.
